
text  © the authors 1991

Tim Knox and Todd Longstaffe-Gowan, 
‘A Town Garden Design for 29 Old Burlington 
Street, Westminster’, The Georgian Group 
Jounal, Vol. I, 1991, pp. 36–40



SHORTER NOTES

A TOWN GARDEN DESIGN FOR
29 OLD BURLINGTON STREET, WESTMINSTER

Tim Knox and Todd Longstaffe-Gowan

Benjamin Ralph remarked in 1734 that ‘General Wade’s house ... is a structure, which 
tho’ small, and little taken notice of, is one of the best things among the new buildings: the 
general design, or plan, is intirely chaste and simple; and yet the execution is pompous 
and expensive . . .’’

Fig. 1. 29 Old Burlington Street, ground floor and garden plan, drawn by authors, 1991.

General (later Field-Marshal) George Wade’s London townhouse was designed in 1723 
by Richard Boyle, third Earl of Burlington.2 The building is considered unusual both because of 
its disposition, and its elaborate garden front (Fig. 1). The house was described in 1802 as being 
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‘eligibly and centrically situate, displaying two superb elevations or fronts, the one in Old 
Burlington Street [to the east], the other in Cork Street [to the west].’3 The Old Burlington Street 
facade was severe and unornamented, recessed some 13ft from the general building line; it 
portended nothing of the garden front. The latter was a virtuoso essay derived from a design by 
Andrea Palladio for a urban palazzo^ being a finely executed two-storey stone composition of 
five bays, the lower storey being arcaded and the upper dressed with a Doric order. It projected 
some 11 ft beyond those of its neighbours, opening into a 55ft garden court separated from Cork 
Street by a high wall.

Unlike most London townhouses of its size the best facade was orientated towards the 
garden. This suggests that Wade was less interested in promoting a public display of ostentation, 
than in reserving his extravagant caprice for his private pleasure. This arrangement aroused 
mild amusement from contemporaries who, like Walpole, remarked that the house ‘is worse 
contrived on the inside than is conceivable, all to humour the beauty of the [garden] front;’ and 
reputedly provoked Lord Chesterfield to exclaim ‘to be sure he could not live in it, but intended 
to take the house over against it [in Cork Street] to look at it.’5 Despite these insights, there is little 
surviving evidence with which to reconstruct the premises; there is, for instance, no record of 
their ‘as built’ appearance before they were disfigured by successive imposing encroachments 
beginning in 1823 when private ownership of the house came to an end and the property was 
acquired for use as the Burlington Hotel.6 The only known photographs date from 1935, by 
which time the garden was almost completely built over and all that was visible of the palazzo 
facade was a mutilated fragment.7

Fig. 2. Design for alterations and additions to the garden front of 29 Old Burlington Street, c.1770, by an unidentified 
draughtsman. (Present whereabouts unknown.)
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Two drawings have recently come to light which reveal new aspects of the appearance of 
the premises.8 The first is an elevation of the elaborate Palladian garden front (Fig. 2) which 
differs from both the Burlington/Flitcroft drawing (c. 17 23) at the RIBA,9 and from the engraved 
source reproduced in Vitruvius Britannicus (1725).10 The second is an oblique garden projection, 
which depicts an elevation of a garden wall pierced by a gateway, beyond which lies a simple 
garden plan (Fig. 3). The designs come from a collection of working drawings associated with the 
Walker family of Rotherham, Yorkshire.11 The correspondence between these two recently 
discovered drawings has hitherto been unrecognised.

Fig. 3. Design for the garden, 29 Old Burlington Street c. 1770, by an unidentified draughtsman. (Bradford District 
Archives.)

Both drawings are on identical paper, and are depicted at a similar scale. They are 
believed to represent design modifications, or proposals, by an unidentified hand for the 
treatment of the garden and garden facade, c. 17 7 0.12 The elevation is rendered in pen and wash, 
and the garden plan in pen and wash with coloured washes.13 The elevation varies from the 
known versions in a number of ways; among them a balustrade surmounted by six decorative 
urns is shown above the cornice, and the ground floor arcade is illustrated as being punctured by 
a panelled doorway in the centre, flanked by round-headed windows. The facade possesses a 
straightforward geometrical and proportional relationship to the garden plan — especially 
when read in conjunction with the proposed addition of the balustrade.

The garden plan, on the other hand, introduces a new dimension to the interpretation of 
the garden facade. We know from a recently discovered auction prospectus of 1802 that the 
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house had,a ‘Large GARDEN . . . neatly laid out’,14 but it was presumed that prior to this time 
this front opened into a paved court.15 The drawing depicts a simple symmetrical figure, cast in 
quarters of turf, edged with small conical trees (approximately six feet high), dissected by broad 
gravel paths (approximately nine feet wide). Shallow fruit beds (?) line both the north and south 
garden walls.16 The central circular feature appears to be encompassed by a low parapet, 
suggesting it might be either a ‘bason’17 or a lightwell for subterranean offices.18 A high 
buttressed wall (15ft) defines the Cork Street frontage. Gates flanked by a massive pair of 
rusticated piers topped with ball finials give access to the street.19 Both the pier rustication and 
the gate panelling mimic features found in the garden front elevation. The form of this gateway 
contradicts a previous supposition that it was a more elaborate arch designed by Burlington.20 
Two small outbuildings are known to have existed at the end of the garden; these would not have 
been visible from Cork Street, and are not depicted on the garden plan. These structures have 
been identified by the authors as an ‘office, with a stone floor, [and] a greenhouse’ and the other 
study and WC.21

The connection between the garden front and the garden itself is ambiguous. The house 
is known to have been separated from the garden by a wide area which gave light and air to the 
basement level; it also gave access to a square-vaulted subterranean chamber presumed to be 
Wade’s cold bath.22 One would assume that, like many instances in neighbouring houses in 
Piccadilly and Mayfair, there was a substantial bridge across the area to link the house and 
garden at the same level, although its form and breadth are indeterminate.23 The edge of the area 
and of the bridge was probably defined by a low parapet wall so as not to detract from the 
facade.

The evidence of the town garden plan helps to explain some the rationale behind the 
planning of the house. For instance, the direct correspondence between the ground-floor hall or 
saloon and the garden level suggests that the garden was designed to be an integral constituent of 
the house plan. It is significant that the largest apartments opened into the garden, whilst the 
living apartments faced Old Burlington Street. This arrangement does not conform with 
conventional planning, and doubtless gave rise to Walpole’s waspish appraisal. Moreover, the 
plan corroborates the argument that small gardens had an important role in the domestic 
topography of the 18th-century city.24 What is certain is that whether or not the proposed 
changes were carried out, they were made with the knowledge that although the premises were a 
‘. . . continued cluster of ornament... no body can say there is too much, or that he desires to 
have any part remov’d with out of the way: let me add ‘ tis the only fab rick in miniature I ever saw, 
where decorations were perfectly proportion’d to the space they were to fill, and did not by their 
multiplicity, or some other mistake, incumber the whole.’25
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NOTES
1. [James Ralph] A critical review of the Publick Buildings, Statues and Ornaments in and about London and 

Westminster..., London, 1734, 103-4.
2. For a thorough history of the premises see Survey of London (SOL), XXXII, 1963, Parish of St. James, 

Westminster, pt. II, North of Piccadilly, 500-5.
3. Mr Christie, auction prospectus ofthe premises of Sir John Call, Bart, deceased, February 4,1802, Bodleian 

Library, John James Collection, ref. GA fol.A.261(91).
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4. This drawing was previously in the possession of Lord Burlington, and is now in the BAL/RIBA Drawings 
Collection, Burlington/Devonshire Collection, Palladio XVII/11 (box 17).

5. Letter to George Montague, May 18, 1748, Private Correspondence of Horace Walpole, 1820, vol I, 172.
6. SOL, op cit., 504.
7. National Buildings Record, copyright of Messrs. Gordon Jeeves. The house was demolished in 1935, and 

has since been redeveloped twice. The site (and that of no. 30) is presently occupied by the London offices of 
Air Zaire, and by ‘Legends’ discotheque.

8. Messrs Phillips Son & Neale, Printed Books and Maps, London, November 15, 1990, sale no. 28,425: lots 
nos. 12 (Elevation), and 25 (collection of working drawings). Lot no. 12 was sold separately from lot no. 25, 
although both have a common provenance; the latter lot is now in the possession of Bradford District 
Archives (cataloguing pending), whilst the present whereabouts of the former is unknown.

9. BAL/RIBA Drawings Collection, Burlington/Devonshire VI/4.
10. Colen Campbell, Vitruvius Britannicus, London III, 1725, pl. 10.
11. Further research is necessary to determine the circumstances which caused the drawings of the house to 

surface in the Walker papers. It is believed that these drawings emanate from the Leatham (formerly of 
Hemsworth Hall) family archives. Two other collections of papers from the same source are known to have 
appeared on the market over the past five years. The first papers pertain to Park Place, Leeds, and the Walker 
and Arthington families. The second comprises legal papers relating to the Walker and Leatham families 
(see Burke’s Landed Gentry). Both collections are now in the possession of Leeds District Archives (LDA). The 
authors are grateful to Mr Connor at LDA for this information.

12. It is unlikely that any major alterations to the building fabric occurred before the death of Lord Burlington 
(1753), who was a friend of both General Wade and Richard Arundell, occupants of the house from 1725-48 
and 1748-59 respectively. It is difficult to date the designs. Presumably the proposed improvements 
coincided with the arrival of new occupants: perhaps the eleventh Earl of Clanricarde in 17 70, or Sir Charles 
Asgill in 1778. Further researches will undoubtedly clarify this matter.

13. The paper size of the elevation is (292 x 234mm), and the plan (285 x 240mm).
14. Mr Christie, auction prospectus of February 4, 1802.
15. SOL, op. cit., 502.
16. The garden plan corresponds very closely with that delineated on Horwood’s plan of London (1799).
17. Small hard-edged water receptacle.
18. Offices were frequendy built beneath ground level, and gardens were erected on top of the leads.
19. High protective walls were common to most large town houses, ie. Devonshire, Burlington and Camelford 

Houses.
20. SOL, op. cit., 502.
21. Mr Christie, auction prospectus of February 4, 1802.
22. SOL, op. cit., 502.
23. A similar arrangement dated 1771-2 was proposed by Robert Adam at 20 Soho Square, for ‘Mr Baron 

Grant’. Reproduced in the SOL, XXXIV, 1966, Parish of St Anne Soho, fig. 89a.
24. T. Longstaffe-Gowan, ‘The London Town Garden, 1700-1830: the experience of nature in the eighteenth

century city’ (PhD, University College London, 1989).
25. (James Ralph] A critical review, 103-4.
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